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CouchSurfing is a transnational community that transforms personal relations through 
common interests of a more personal travel experience. This type of relationship depends on 
trust in the community and individuals. With almost 4 million members world-wide it is one of 
the largest communities of its kind. At present there are nearly 90 000 members in China though 
this number is growing rapidly due to the developing economy and tourism industry. 
CouchSurfing is growing in popularity in China with locals, expatriates and travelers. This 
research uses my own experiences, interviews and surveys to study the interaction between 
Chinese culture and hospitality within the CouchSurfing community as well as cultural 
differences in motivation. This research has a particular focus on Xiamen, China and this is 
where most of my interactions have taken place.  
I focus on two main groups of people in the local CouchSurfing community: long-term 
members which have taken up residence and either work or study in Xiamen and those that are 
staying in Xiamen for a short period of time and may or may not be surfing. The majority of my 
research is based on my own personal experiences over the past four years in China, three of 
which have been in Xiamen. This experience as a host, surfer and community member will be 
supplemented with results from a written survey. 
 I compare the results of the survey with information gained from informal interviews to 
gain a clearer understanding of the varying motivations that exist within CouchSurfing with 
particular focus placed on cultural differences. 
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Social networking and online communities directly affect mainstream culture. Looking at 
websites like Facebook and Twitter, the widespread effects of these websites cannot be denied.  
The growing phenomenon of Social networking sites is interesting in particular because they 
bridge geographical barriers allowing the creation of a digital global community (Appiah, 2006; 
Cova & White, 2010; O’Regan, 2009). Prior to the internet it was not practical for individuals to 
form transnational communities. In the infancy of the internet the ability to network was 
extremely limited with people grouping together to discuss specific topics through the use of a 
forum or BBS. Now many people rely on the internet to find a friends, jobs and marriage 
partners.  
 
CouchSurfing is an interesting example of a location based social networking site (LBSN) 
(Pultar, 2009; Bialski, 2006). Most LBSN sites are focused on dating and connecting with 
friends. CouchSurfing in contrast connects people together in the interest of travel and cultural 
exchange. How do people form these social bonds and trust prior to having met and what impact 
does this group have on local culture and tourism industries? I examine these questions in 
relation to how they effect and interact with Chinese culture and how they affect tourism in 
China. I use my own experiences as an active member of CouchSurfing as well as interviews 
and surveys to collect data on CouchSurfing in China through both local and traveling members. 



















I will be specifically looking at the interaction between Chinese culture and the CouchSurfing 
phenomena. I will draw on data gathered through my own CouchSurfing experiences across 
China, interviews with other members and surveys conducted in person and through the 
CouchSurfing message boards. I’m specifically interested in trust: how members build the trust 
necessary to match host and surfer, prior to meeting in person; concerns relating to national 
security, personal security, and disclosure; the potential impacts of CouchSurfing on Chinese 
tourism culture and tourism industries; how the Chinese tradition of hospitality and reciprocity 
interacts with CouchSurfing’s own unique style of hospitality; and differences in motivations 
between Chinese and non-Chinese members in China. My thesis will focus specifically on how 
transnational communities transform personal relations and build trust. 
1.1 Literature Review 
1.1.1 Early Research 
While CouchSurfing is a relatively new organization it is not a new idea. Ideas explaining the 
concept of CouchSurfing can be traced back to Aristotle (Aristotle, 1998). Couch surfing exists 
through hospitality, trust, and risk assessment. It can be explained through theories of private 
and public goods and free rider theory (Nozick, 1974). Paul Samuelson's theory of public goods 
(1954) states that in the case of some goods, once made available to one person can be consumed 
by others at no additional marginal cost. After paying the initial costs for my residence, the 
additional costs of hosting are insignificant. If we assume that CouchSurfing is a group of 
individuals that have organized together for the purpose of social interaction, cultural exchange 
and an alternative means to travel than we can see the gains or benefits for both parties involved. 

















members, as least initially are looking for a free place to sleep but do not wish to contribute to 
the community for various reasons. 
 
In 2006 Paula Bialski published an article entitled “An interpretive study of online hospitality 
exchange systems as a new form of tourism” that looked at online hospitality exchange systems. 
He describes a rapidly-growing phenomenon of what is known as “hospitality service,” as an 
alternative to the classical route of hotel or hostel accommodation “where emotion and closeness 
to another human being was transferred into the practice of tourism” (Bialski, 2006). According 
to Bialski, tourism is experiencing fragmentation. I don’t personally feel this is a new concept as 
there are many clearly defined types of tourism already in existence and being marketed through 
travel agencies and local marketing strategies, including but not limited to: eco-tourism, 
emotional tourism, medical tourism, sustainable tourism, educational tourism, cultural or 
creative tourism, sports tourism, dark tourism and doom tourism - all of which can be classified 
as alternative tourism.  
 
The recent rise in popularity of CouchSurfing could even be partially attributed to the current 
economic climate though backpacking and other forms of economical tourism predate its 
existence. Bialski states that tourism has been evolving since modernity with an increasing level 
of sub-practices and motivations. While many of these practices are not new: seeking out the 
“other” or indigenous peoples, interaction with strangers was not a primary motivation of 
tourism prior to modernity. In its infancy tourism began as a form of exploration, colonization, 
and then simply an upper-class privilege. Anthropology began with these privileged travelers 

















Bialski places a strong emphasis on all-sensory experiences, stating that individuals abandoned 
their homes in order to seek these “all-sensory experiences” in new settings and to capture them 
in photographs, creating “touchables” 
 
Post-tourism, or “new tourism” as described by Mike Featherstone and John Urry, is considered 
the first fragmentation,  as it placed an emphasis on the mechanisms of globalization – where an 
individual, now middle to-upper class -- travels in order to experience the real or authentic local 
culture. This is in contrast to traditional tourism which was reserved primarily for the upper class 
that could afford to take time off from work and to pay for airfare. It is interesting to note the 
contrasts that exist in different tourism marketing campaigns: opulence, history, nature and 
adventure. 
 
Classical tourism was about going to one area and seeing things, Featherstone explains that post-
tourists “seek a whole range of experiences and direct encounters with locals.” In order to 
explain this phenomenon, theorists heavily borrowed Erving Goffman’s metaphor of 
stage/curtain or private versus public space, where the tourist yearned to not only to experience 
the public sphere of trying new foods but also to observe the preparation of how they were 
cooked and served. 
 
The first study in relation to CouchSurfing was conducted by Paula Bialshi (2007). She was a 
Pioneer in CouchSurfing and she hosted Casey Fenton, the founder of CS.org and later became 
the community’s unofficial ethnographer writing a thesis on her experiences in 2007. Her 

















model and unique social feature of modernity offering an “existential, psychological, perhaps 
even spiritual level which only the intense, intimate experience of human-to-human emotion can 
evoke”. In her paper she states that CouchSurfing offers its members an alternative by 
facilitating transcendence from “the intensely-consumerist phase of tourism [that] is still present 
within upper-class societies of our capitalist parts of the world” while failing to mention by 
which mechanism CouchSurfing enables its user base to do so or the associated risks that can 
arise from this intimate emotional component of couch surfing. This thesis disagrees with many 
of the points made by Paula Bialshi paper as I would argue that CouchSurfing has a long history 
predating the CouchSurfing website and its community. While the site brings CouchSurfing to 
mainstream audiences and makes it more accessible it is not a new idea. It is more productive to 
examine the relationship between economic, social, and emotional motivations and their 
interaction with local culture. 
 
CouchSurfing is a location-based social networking site (Pultar, Winter & Raubal, 2009). This 
means that is uses a social network with both a physical component and a virtual location 
requirement. These sites are leading to a change in peoples travel behaviour. Jennie Molz (2007), 
Appiah (2007), and Nussbaum (1994) look location-based social networking sites like 
CouchSurfing from the perspective of cosmopolitan ethics. This is based on the assumption that 
all people possess a “cosmopolitan right” the right to share and explore the planet and enjoy 
peaceable treatment by others everywhere (Kant, 1996). Derrida (2000) instead refers to this 
idea as the hospitality of ethics. Following Derrida, Molz description of hospitality draws on 
many concepts found in theories of public and privates goods (Holcombe, 1997). Hospitality 

















home”, there would be nothing to share as it would already be a party of public domain. In 
addition if it was not “private” it would already be exploited.  
 
The opening of one’s home to guests, or in the case of CouchSurfing, strangers,is an extension 
of hospitality requiring both intimacy and risk to personal security and private property. Molz 
take this further in arguing that CouchSurfing constitutes a community, which by definition is 
based on exclusion and private goods (Molz, 2000; Aristarkhova, 1999). As a community there 
is an expectation to subscribe to certain overarching commonalities. In the case of CouchSurfing: 
“full-fledged global citizens with middle-class status and first-world passports”,CouchSurfers 
are expected to be open to cultural differences and adventures, and to try new experiences within 
moderation. Ideally,CouchSurfers are motivated by a desire for intercultural understanding and 
building new friendships (Molz, 2000). While the Utopian visions and rhetoric of CouchSurfing 
are overly optimistic CouchSurfing as an organization will change people but not the world. 
CouchSurfing normalizes reciprocity and simplifies it through its reputation systems based on 
references, friends and vouching. 
 
Derrida’s conditional form of hospitality (Derrida, 2005) advocates making the least bad 
arrangements, the most just legislation, and conditionally embracing difference and risk. 
CouchSurfing has the potential to destabilize the notion of home as being sealed-off and anti-
stranger, and reconfigure the home as welcoming and risky, but full of possibility. 
 
Lauterbach et al. (2009) and Teng and Lauterbach et al. (2009) examine the online reputation 
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